Ihe volatile oils are widely distributed in the vegetable king-
dom, more particularly among the phanerogams. However, volatile
oils have also been isolated from several of the cryptogams.

In most cases the oils exist preformed in the various organs
of the plant, the leaves, flowers, fruits, stems and roots. They
occur secreted either in glands or in canal-like, intercellular
receptacles. Only a few are formed by hydrolysis during the
process of preparation from other substances in the plant, e.g.
bitter almond oil from amygdalin, mustard oil from sinigrin.
Nothing definite is known' with regard to their function or their
relation to the other constituents of the plant organism. It
appears, however, to be well established that they are excretions
formed during the life process of the plant, which are of no
further importance in the processes of metabolism. It does not
follow from this that they are therefore useless, for they act as
a means of attracting insects that bring about fertilization, they
also protect plants against enemies. These oils are not definite
chemical units, but mixtures of substances belonging to many
series and classes of compounds.

Not infrequently the oils obtained from different organs of
the same plant differ in their chemical composition and in con-
sequence reveal more or less striking differences in their pro-
perties. Thus the oil obtained from the root of the cinnamon
shrub differs greatly in its composition from that of the bark,
which in turn bears but little resemblance to that from the leaves.
Moreover, the oils obtained from the same parts of the same
species often reveal considerable differences, which are explained
by differences in the stage of development of those parts, or
by differences in the conditions of climate and soil. Even from
identical material, different oils can be obtained by variation in
the method of distillation.